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The current study aimed to examine the prevalence of alcohol use within a large 
sample (n = 4193) of Australian police offers. Prevalence and at risk behaviour was 
measured through the use of a self report survey containing the AUDIT [1] and 
standard frequency and quantity questions.  Results indicated that although police did 
not report drinking with high frequency when compared to the national statistics, they 
did drink in far greater quantities. Further both males and females in the police 
sample reported high rates of binge drinking. The 18 to 25 year old age group 
reported the highest levels of frequency and quantity of alcohol consumed. Twenty -
five percent of officers reported having drunk whilst on duty. An alarming proportion 
of the sample (30%) scored in the "at risk of harmful consumption" category on the 
AUDIT while a further 3% scored in the "alcohol dependant" category.  Examination 
of demographic variables revealed that males, 18 to 35 year olds, those divorced or 
separated, constables, operational personnel, and officers who have served between 4 
to 10 years were the groups most likely to fall in the risk category on the AUDIT. 
This was similar for the alcohol dependant category except that males and females 
were equally likely to fall in this category. In conclusion a significant number of 
police officers displayed at risk alcohol consumption behaviour, in comparison to 
earlier studies this proportion is not decreasing. Interventions and education programs 
are needed within the police workplace, particularly in regards to the dangers of binge 
drinking for females and youth.  
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 Developing a Profile of Alcohol Consumption Patterns of Police Officers in a Large 
Scale Sample of an Australian Police Service 
The deleterious effects of excessive alcohol use have been well documented 
and are now widely acknowledged by the wider community [2]. The costs of alcohol 
abuse to the individual, the employer and society are high [3; 4]. Within the context of 
policing, the potential for serious consequences resulting from alcohol abuse is 
obvious. Policing is a distinct occupation, in that police are perceived to have a high 
level of public authority, accountability and responsibility. They are also often in 
situations that are dangerous or hazardous to themselves and members of the public. 
Thus policing can be a highly stressful job requiring fast reflexes and quick thinking. 
Excessive alcohol consumption impedes reaction time, can cause thinking and co-
ordination to become sluggish and may lead to aggressive behaviour particularly in 
the presence of threat [5; 6]. Hence the presence of alcohol, even low levels of 
residual alcohol, can impact greatly on police work, placing both police officers and 
members of the public at unnecessary risk.  
Prevalence of Alcohol Use Within Police 
There is only a limited amount of research concerning alcohol consumption by 
police personnel. The research that has been done has come primarily from three 
sources: studies comparing police to other groups; studies comparing police to the 
general community; and internal investigations. 
Due to the sensitivity of this issue many studies into alcohol consumption 
within police organisations have been conducted on very small samples, or rely on 
unverified internal information and lack adequate comparison data. A number of 
recent studies conducted in Australia have attempted to address some of these issues 
and have reported some alarming results.  
A recent survey of 852 NSW police found that 48 % of male police officers 
and 40 % of female police officers consumed alcohol excessively, both by drinking in 
excessive quantities during the week and by binge drinking. These figures are 
considerably higher than those of the general Australian population, with recent ABS 
data showing a total 10.5 % of males and 7 % of females drink excessively [7]. This is 
consistent with the findings McNeill and Wilson's [8] survey of 895 police officers 
nation wide for the National Police Research Unit (NPRU). They found that although 
police reported drinking less frequently then the general Australian population when 
they did drink they drank significantly more in a session. Binge drinking was also 
found to be more prevalent within the police sample than in the general population.  
A study of 400 Northern Territory Police Officers [9], found 28% consumed 5 
to 8 standard drinks a day rated as moderate risk by the national Health and Medical 
Research Council. A further 12% consumed more than 9 standard drinks per day 
placing them at high risk of alcohol dependence. Obrien and Reznik [10] sampled 
1066 NSW police officers and that found 37% of male police were classified as at risk 
drinkers according to the National Heart Foundation norms and that 31% of officers 
of both sexes were classified as binge drinkers. Pilotto [11]  also found that Australian 
Federal Police tended more towards heavy sessional alcohol consumption rather than 
frequent consumption. 
A study examining alcohol consumption across organisational environments 
was conducted by the Victorian Occupational Health and Safety Commission [12]. In 
terms of alcohol consumption the 137 police surveyed, drank at rates above the 
survey group average (transport, health, metal fabrication, hospitality, emergency 
services), with 24% of police reporting drinking at hazardous or harmful levels. 
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Despite such findings police were not listed as a high risk group in the 
National Campaign Against Drug Abuse [13] list of heaviest drinking occupations. 
However evidence from these studies, suggests that problem drinking in the police 
may exist in pockets of individuals and certain subgroups [14]. Some research 
suggests that harmful and hazardous drinking is linked to older serving police 
personnel [14; 15]. Other researchers suggest that the older over 50 age group may 
drink more regularly (more than 5 times a week) but that the younger 18-29 year olds 
group consume more per session and have a greater tendency to binge [8].  
The NPRU study [8], found 32% of women compared to 16% of male police 
officers were binge drinkers. This high level of consumption by police women has 
been cited as a concern [16] and is related to the general finding that women in male 
dominated industries are more likely to fall into medium to high risk categories of 
harmful drinking than those in more female occupations [17]. 
These studies indicate that the prevalence of alcohol use within the police 
service is of concern, particularly in terms of quantity and binge drinking. However 
questions regarding which subgroups within the police service are at greater risk of 
hazardous alcohol consumption still remain. The current study aims to shed some 
light on such questions as well as adding clarification to previous findings. The data 
in the current study comprises an in depth survey of 4193 officers of an Australian 
state police service. This study adds to previous research both in terms of sample size 
and through the use of the AUDIT [1] to indicate risk levels of drinking behaviour. 
While still based on self reported data the AUDIT is designed to tap into different 
aspects of drinking behaviour and thus gives a less biased indication of those at risk 




Participants were 4193 police personnel from an Australian state police 
service. Males constituted 87.9% of sample (n=3671), the remaining 12.1% of the 
sample were females (n = 504). The gender ratio within the police force at the time of 
sampling was 87.4% male and 12.6 % female. Table 1 shows the representativeness 
of the sample of the police organisation, in terms of gender and position. As can be 
seen in this table non respondents were more likely to be of lower rank and within the 
lower ranks, slightly more likely to be males. 
Insert Table 1 
Instrument 
The survey was given in the form of a self-report questionnaire. Section 1 of 
the questionnaire contained questions relating to socio-demographic details. This 
section asked respondents sex, age, marital status, rank in service, years in service and 
whether they held operational or non-operational positions within the force.  
Section 2 asked questions about drinking behaviour. Personal drinking 
behaviour was measured by the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test – AUDIT  
[1] which yields scores from 0 to 40 indicating risk of harmful drinking. A total score 
less than 8 indicates low risk, a score of 8 to 13 indicates a risk of hazardous drinking, 
and a score greater than 13 indicates alcohol dependency. Binge drinking was 
assessed using the World Health Organisation indicator for binge drinking (In the last 
month have you ever had: female 8 or more and male 12 or more, standard drinks in a 
session?). This section also asked participants if they drank alcohol while on duty.  
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Procedure 
The questionnaire was sent to all officers (n = 6298) through the internal 
police mailing system. A reminder message was put on the payslip and was also sent 
to all police computer terminals following the mail out. A follow up questionnaire 
was sent to all officers three weeks after the first mail out to ensure a maximum 
response rate. Of the 6298 questionnaires sent out, 4193 were returned. This 
constitutes an overall response rate of 67 percent. 
Results 
Data was analysed through the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS), using frequencies, cross-tabulations and chi square statistics. Cases with 
missing data were excluded only from analysis involving variables on which data was 
missing.  
Comparison of Police Drinking to National Sample  
Table 2 shows that police personnel drink with similar frequency to the 
general population. However police are less likely to drink everyday , but also less 
likely not to drink. Consistent with the National Household Survey [18] data, males 
drink more frequently than females, (χ2 (6) = 41.48, p < .001). Of note also is that 
24%of the NHS sample did not drink, whereas only 9% of the police sample reported 
not drinking. 
Insert Tables 2 and 3 
Table 3 shows that both male and female police personnel drink a greater 
number of standard drinks per session than males and females in the general 
population. Interestingly no significant differences emerged between males and 
females in the police sample on this quantity measure, whereas in the NHS [18], 
males drank more per session than females. 
Age differences in drinking behaviour 
As age categories used in the police survey were not consistent with those 
used in the 1995 National Household Survey [18] direct comparisons cannot be made. 
Table 4 shows that for both males (χ2 (18) = 135.27, p < .001) and females χ2 
(18) = 43.09, p < .001), those 36 and over are more likely to drink more than three 
days a week than younger age groups.  
Insert Tables 4 and 5 
Table 5 shows that for males the 18 to 25 year old age group were the most 
likely to drink at hazardous and harmful levels, while the over 46 age group were the 
most likely to drink at low risk levels (χ2 (15) = 148.88, p < .001). For females the 26 
to 30 year old age group was most likely to drink at hazardous levels but the 18 to 25 
year old age group at harmful levels (χ2 (15) = 35.41, p < .01). Again the over 46 year 
old females were the most likely to drink at low risk levels. 
Binge Drinking 
34.7% of the sample reported binge drinking on occasions, no overall gender 
differences emerged. Table 6 shows that for both males χ2 (3) = 176.58, p < .001 and 
females χ2 (3) = 15.45, p < .001, the 18 to 25 year old age group were the most likely 
group to binge drink on occasion.  
Insert Table 6 
Examination of other demographic variables on Quantity and Frequency Measures 
While constables reported drinking more in a session (16% reported drinking 
9+ drinks in a session compared to 12% of sargents and 8% of commissioned 
officers), commissioned officers reported drinking more frequently (21% reported 
drinking 4+ days a week compared to 18% of sergeants and 11% of constables). 
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Operational officers reported drinking more in a session (15 % reported 9+ drinks a 
session compared to 6% of non operational officers), however non operational 
officers  reported drinking more frequently (16% reported drinking 4+ days a week 
compared to 13% of non operational officers). Similarly those in the police force for 
less than 10 years reported drinking more in a session (15% reported drinking 9+ 
drinks in a session, compared to 11% of officers who had served for 11 to 15 years 
and 9% of officers who have served more than 16 years), while officers who had 
served more than 10 years drank more frequently (21% reported drinking 4 + days a 
week compared to 15% of officers who had served for 11 to 15 years and 9% of 
officers who had served less than 10 years. 
Profile of those categorised at risk or alcohol dependant by their score on the AUDIT 
Table 7 shows that males, the 18 to 25 age group, operational officers, officers 
with the rank of constable and officers who have served for 4 to 10 years are the most 
likely groups within each demographic variable to score in the at risk category on the 
AUDIT.  
Insert Table 7 
The groups within each demographic variable most likely to score in the 
alcohol dependant category are the 18 to 25 age group, separated, divorced or 
widowed officers, operational personnel, officers ranked constables or senior 
constables and officers  who have been in the service from 4 to 10 years. No 
differences emerged between males and females.  
Drinking on duty 
Results indicated that 26% of the sample reported that they had drunk alcohol 
while on duty on occasion. Table 8 shows the percentages of males, females, age 
categories, ranks, job type, and years of service drinking on duty.  
Insert Table 8 
Discussion 
The results of the current study, support the trends seen in earlier research [8; 
10;13]. While police report less frequent drinking than the general Australia 
population, they reported far greater quantities per session. This is also seen in the 
above average rates of binge drinking, that is more than 8 standard drinks for females 
and 12 for males in a session.  
Consistent with general population data, males drink more frequently than 
females, however no significant differences emerged between males and females in 
the police sample on quantity measures. Thirty five percent of both males and females 
participated in binge drinking. These are higher rates than reported in previous studies 
using the World Health Organisation criterion. Daulby [9], found 27% of the 
Northern Territory sample reported binge drinking; McNeil & Wilson, [8], reported 
32% of female and 16% of male officers in their national sample were classified as 
binge drinkers. These figures are in line with the findings of the recent survey of 
NSW police [7]. This indicates that rather then police participating less in binge 
drinking they may in fact be participating at higher levels now then in the past. 
McNeil & Wilson, [8], suggested that the high rates of binge drinking in their 
sample may have been attributable to the young age of their sample (modal age was 
24). However in the current sample 40% are aged above 36 years, thus suggesting that 
binge drinking does take place across gender and age. Nonetheless the current study is  
consistent with previous surveys [11] in the finding that for both males and females 
the 18 to 25 age group were the most likely age group to binge drink. 
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These rates of binge drinking are of major concern particularly for young 
officers. Binge drinking has an extremely detrimental physical impact. It has been 
shown to be associated with reduced cerebral blood flow, which may lead to 
blackouts, stroke and impaired cognitive functioning [19]. It can also lead to 
permanent liver and stomach damage [20]. 
Examining frequency and quantity data shows an inconsistency between 
frequency and quantity measures. Older officers appear to drink more frequently, 
however younger officers while drinking less frequently drink in much greater 
quantities when they do drink. 
While traditionally research has indicated that being male is a risk factor for 
hazardous alcohol consumption the results of the current study in combination with 
those of other studies [8] indicate that female officers show a high incidence of binge 
drinking and hazardous drinking. In the current study larger proportions of females 
reported drinking at hazardous and harmful levels than males. This may partly be 
attributed to changing patterns of female alcohol consumption towards more heavy 
consumption patterns [21]. It is also attributable to the male dominated work 
environment which has been shown to impact on the drinking levels of both male and 
female employees [22].  Female officers are particularly vulnerable to pressure to 
drink quickly and "keep up with the boys". For females however this type of drinking 
behaviour is especially dangerous, as they reach higher blood alcohol concentrations 
much faster then men due to their higher proportion of body fat [21]. 
A major extension of the current study over previous studies was the inclusion 
of the AUDIT [1] within the survey. The AUDIT gives a less biased measure of 
alcohol consumption behaviour. This allowed the breakdown of the sample into those 
showing signs of alcohol dependency, those at risk of hazardous consumption and 
those who did not show hazardous alcohol consumption behaviour. 
Examination of those at risk of hazardous alcohol consumption, showed that 
they were more likely to be males than females, in the 18 to 25 year old age group and 
be single rather than in a relationship. Further in terms of their position within the 
force they were more likely to be operational rather than non operational personnel, 
with the rank of constable or senior constable rather than a higher rank and to have 
been in the service from 4 to 10 years. 
This profile differs slightly for those falling in the alcohol dependent category. 
Males and females were equally likely to show alcohol dependent behaviour. Those 
officers separated, divorced or widowed, were more likely than single officers or 
officers with current partners to report alcohol dependent behaviour. Again those 18 
to 25, operational rather than non operational personnel, constable or senior constable 
rather than a higher rank and those in the service from 4 to 10 years, were the most 
likely groups to report alcohol dependent behaviour. 
Of the many individual risk factors for high risk and problem drinking among 
workers that have been identified, single, separated or divorced marital status; and 
youth have come out consistently in the literature [2;23;24;25]. The current study 
again testifies to the impact of relationship status and age. Those married or in a 
defacto relationship were the least likely group to display at risk alcohol consumption 
or alcohol dependant behaviour. Those 18 to 25 years old were the most likely age 
group to be at risk of harmful consumption and alcohol dependent behaviour.  
An area little explored in the literature to date, is the impact of an officer's 
position within the police force on drinking behaviour. The current study indicates 
that operational staff are at higher risk of harmful consumption and alcohol dependent 
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behaviour than non-operational staff. This is possibly due to the increased stress 
factors to which operational staff are exposed. Violanti, Marshall, and Howe [26] 
identify several occupational demands of policing, that relate directly to police stress 
and indirectly to alcohol consumption and possibly drug use. Two of these relate 
particularly to operational officers: the need to learn to react without emotion to the 
unpleasant tasks faced at work, by suppressing such emotions; and danger 
preparation, the awareness of being constantly at risk. Violanti, Marshall, and Howe 
[27] found stress and the occupational demands to be related to increased alcohol use, 
with these two factors having most impact of the occupational demands. The higher 
rates of consumption by operational officers is an important finding as these are also 
the officers more likely to be driving, carrying guns and generally to be engaged in 
risky behaviour. 
 Rank also appears to influence drinking behaviour with constables or senior 
constables being more likely to display harmful consumption and alcohol dependent 
behaviour, than officers of higher rank. It is difficult to interpret this finding, as 
officers with drinking problems may not be promoted as easily or as often as those 
with no drinking problems, rather than the finding being due to factors inherent in the 
rank itself. Brown & Campbell [28] found that different stressors were observed by 
officers of different ranks. Constables were more likely to be stressed by time 
pressures, long hours, dealing with civilians, and police politics. Reactions to these 
different stressors may also impact on the drinking patterns of officers of different 
rank.  
Finally the number of years in the force appears to have a curvilinear 
relationship with drinking behaviour. Those in the service for over 15 years were the 
least likely to display at risk or dependent alcohol consumption behaviours, while 
those in the service from 4 to 10 years were the most likely. This may be due to 
officers with drinking problems leaving the force, thus there may not be many officers 
with drinking problem in the force for over 15 years. Such findings may also indicate 
that the stress factors to which police are exposed have not yet impacted on new 
officers to the extent it has on longer serving officers, and that long term officers have 
developed other ways of combating stressors rather than the use of alcohol. Newer 
recruits may also not yet have been imbibed into the heavy drinking police culture. 
An alarming finding in the current study was the 26% of officers who reported 
drinking on duty. Examining the influence of demographics revealed that males, those 
35 and under, operational personnel, constables, and those serving from 4 to 10 years 
were the most likely groups within each variable to report drinking on duty. Not 
surprisingly this is similar to those scoring in the hazardous consumption category on 
the AUDIT.  
In conclusion this study contributes to the literature on police and alcohol 
consumption in that it is based on a large scale survey, and included the use of the 
AUDIT to examine sub-groups within the police force at risk of harmful alcohol 
consumption. The results of the current survey have provided further evidence to the 
finding that although police do not report high frequency drinking, they do drink in 
quantities that are cause for concern. These results indicate that the quantities of 
alcohol consumed and tendency towards binge drinking have not declined within the 
police force within recent years, but rather appear to have increased. This suggests the 
need for the implementation of educational and other intervention strategies aimed at 
reducing police drinking behaviour. Further women and younger officers have been 
shown to be at particular risk within the police force.    
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Breakdown Of Sample By Gender And Rank In Comparison To Police Organisation.  




Sample % of 
Organisation
Executive and Commissioned   Male   258   256 99 
Officers and Others 
 
Female       9       7 77 
Sergeants and  Male 1851 1382 74 
Senior Sergeants 
 
Female     99     80 80 
Constables and  Male 3383 2029 60 
Senior Constables 
 
Female   688   417 61 
Total  Male 5502 3671 67 
 
 
Female   796   504 63 
Missing Data       22  
Total   6298 4193 67 
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Table 2 
Gender by Drinking Frequency: Police Sample Compared to National Household 
Survey 1995  
  Police Sample (col%) National Survey (col%) 
How often drink alcohol Males Females Males Females 
Never 09 09 20 28 
< 1 a month 17 25 17 29 
2 to 3 a month 18 22 10 11 
Once a week 17 18 13 14 
2 to 3 a week 25 16 16 10 
4 to 6 a week 11 07 12 03 
Everyday 04 03 12 05 
Note: National Survey Data taken from: National Drug Strategy (1996). 
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Table 3 
Quantity of Alcohol Consumed per Session By Gender: Police Sample Compared To 
National Household Survey 1995 
Number of Standard Drinks  Police Sample (col %) National Survey (col 
%) 
Consumed per Session Males Females Males Females 
1- 2 (low risk) 31 37 39 66 
3- 4 (low risk/males, hazardous/fem) 30 32 31 21 
5- 6 (hazardous/males, harmful/fem) 19 17 15 06 
7- 8 (harmful) 06 04 07 03 
9-12 (harmful) 09 07 04 02 
13 + (harmful) 04 03 02 01 
Note: Risk levels based on National Health and Medical Research Council, 1992 
National Survey Data taken from: National Drug Strategy (1996) 
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Table 4 
Drinking Frequency By Age Categories Of Males And Females 
 
How often  
Males 
Age Categories (col %) 
Females 
Age Categories (col %) 
Drink alcohol 18 to 25 26-35 36-45 Over 46 Total 18 to25 26-35 36-45 Over 46 Total 
Never   7.4   8.2   9.7 12.5   9.1     7.7   7.8 17.6 16.7   9.2 
< 1/ month 17.1 15.1 17.3 20.9 16.9   27.1 24.0 16.2 50.0 24.6 
2 to 3/ month 22.6 19.2 16.1 11.0 17.7   26.7 20.6 13.2 16.7 22.2 
Once a week 19.9 19.0 13.1 14.1 16.8   19.0 19.1 10.3   0.0 17.6 
2 to 3 / week 22.8 27.4 25.0 19.8 24.9   14.0 18.6 17.6   0.0 16.2 
4 to 6 / week   8.2   8.7 14.6 13.5 11.0     3.2   7.4 17.6 16.7   7.0 
Everyday   2.1   2.6   4.1   8.2   3.7     2.3   2.5   7.4   0.0   3.0 
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Table 5 
Proportion Of Male And Female Drinkers In Each Age Group Who Consume Alcohol 














s Row % 
Harmful 
Row % 
18-25 43.4 24.6 32.0 18-25 28.6 29.6 41.8 
26-35 61.6 19.3 19.1 26-35 39.2 36.5 24.3 
36-45 67.7 18.1 14.2 36-45 54.7 28.3 17.0 
Over 46 74.8 14.2 10.9 Over 46     100.0   0.0   0.0 
Total  62.1 19.2 18.8 Total  36.9 32.0 31.1 
Note: Risk levels based on National Health and Medical Research Council, 1992 
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Table 6 
Proportion of Males and Females in Each Age Category Who Reported Binge 
Drinking on Occasions  
(i.e.More than 8 (Females) and 12 (Males), standard drinks in a session)  
 
Age 
% Male  
Binge Drinking 
% Female  
Binge Drinking 
% Total  
Binge Drinking 
18 - 25 53.4 42.7 50.5 
26 – 35 37.8 29.9 36.8 
36 – 45 27.9 23.1 27.6 
46 + 18.0 0.0 17.8 
Total 34.7 34.3 34.7 
Note: All age groups significantly different at p < .001 for both males and females 
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Table 7 
Demographic Characteristics Of Those Scoring In The Risk Or Dependant Categories 
On The AUDIT. 
 AUDIT Risk Categories 
(row%) 
 




χ2  (df) 
Gender Male (n = 3664) 31.5 2.8 16.62 (2) 
 Female (n = 501) 22.6 2.4 
 
 
Age 18 to 25 (n = 809) 36.2 5.3 75.21 (6) 
 26 to 35 (n = 1724) 32.3 2.5  
 36 to 45 (n = 1098) 27.5 2.1  
 46 + (n = 519) 21.3 1.3 
 
 
Rank Commissioned Officers(n = 280) 21.8 0.4 38.94 (4) 
 Sargent (n = 1454) 28.5 2.0  
 Constable (n = 2417) 32.6 3.5 
 
 
Job Type Operational (n=3085) 33.1 3.4 62.84 (2) 
 Non-operational (n = 1059) 22.9 1.1 
 
 
Years in Service Less than 3 (n = 558) 29.4 2.7 43.91 (6) 
 4 to 10 (n = 1507) 34.4 3.8  
 11 to 15 (n = 812) 30.8 3.1  
 More than 16 (n = 1274) 26.1 1.4 
 
 
Marital Status Married/De Facto (n = 3132) 28.9 2.2 90.93 (4) 
 Single (n = 776) 43.3 4.6  
 Separated/Divorced/Widowed  
(n = 239) 
37.9 6.2  
Proportion of Total Sample 30.4 2.8  
Note: All χ2  significant at p < .001. 
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Table 8 
Percentage of Gender, Age, Rank, Job Type, and Years of Service Categories who 
Reported Drinking on Duty. 
 
Demographic Variables 
Drink on Duty 
(row %) 
Gender Male  27 
 Female  20 
 
Age 18 to 25  28 
 26 to 35  28 
 36 to 45  25 
 46 +  15 
 
Rank Commissioned Officers 15 
 Sargents 25 
 Constables  28 
 
Job Type Operational  28 
 Non-operational  20 
 
Years in Service Less than 3  19 
 4 to 10  30 
 11 to 15  29 
 More than 16  22 
Note: All groups significantly different at p < .001. 
 
